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ISSUE SUMMARY:  

EPA is working to improve the environment and public health conditions of low-income and minority communities 
disproportionately by environmental pollution and most recently by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

UPCOMING MILESTONES:  

• Upcoming grant solicitations (Environmental Justice Small Grants, Collaborative Problem-Solving Grants, and 
State Environmental Justice Cooperative Agreement) – TBD 

• IWG annual report expected to be released in February 2021 
• NEJAC committee reports – TBD 

BACKGROUND: 

EPA’s Office of Environmental Justice (OEJ) implements Executive Order (EO) 12898 and coordinates the agency’s 
efforts to address the needs of vulnerable populations by decreasing environmental burdens, increasing 
environmental benefits, and working collaboratively to build healthy, sustainable communities. OEJ provides 
financial and technical assistance to communities working constructively and collaboratively to address 
environmental justice issues. OEJ also works with local, state, and federal governments; tribal governments; 
community organizations; business and industry; and academia to establish partnerships seeking to achieve 
protection from environmental and health hazards for all people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income.  
 
Effective April 30, 2018, OEJ was moved from the Office of Enforcement and Compliance Assurance (OECA) to OP to 
elevate the office within the EPA to ensure that EJ considerations were considered within EPA. Later that year, EPA 
launched the Environmental Justice and Community Revitalization Council (EJCRC) to provide high-level, cross-
agency direction and decision-making for EPA’s community-based work. The EJCRC focuses on advancing the use of 
community-driven solutions across the agency to achieve tangible results in communities by building upon EPA’s 
current investments, expertise, and partnerships.  
 
EPA continues to provide technical assistance, grants, and training to support vulnerable and economically 
distressed communities. EPA’s FY 2020 Environmental Justice (EJ) grants program saw an increase in the scope and 
level of funding available. EPA awarded an additional 12 EJ Small Grants from its FY 2019 competition with 
additional funding received through congressional appropriation. The FY 2020 grant competitions of the 
Collaborative Problem-Solving Cooperative Agreements also expanded from an anticipated 10 grants to a total of 18 
with the additional budget support.  
 
Also, in 2020, EPA relaunched the State Environmental Justice Cooperative Agreement (SEJCA) program due to 
additional congressional allocation. The SEJCA Program was made available to proposals from states, tribes, local 
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governments, and territorial governments and had a special emphasis on projects focused on engaging and 
supporting community efforts in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  In October, EPA announced $2.16 million 
awarded to 18 local community-based and tribal organizations nationwide to support community-based 
organizations in their effort. Eight-eight percent (88%) of the projects are in communities with opportunity 
zones.  Also, in FY 2020, EPA implemented a continuation in its series of training webinars focused on integrating EJ 
at the state level. Topics included information systems to advance EJ, incorporating equity in disaster mitigation, and 
community air protection programs. EPA’s EJ Program currently has 34.9 full time equivalents (FTE). EPA ensures at 
least one full-time dedicated EJ Coordinator in each of the 10 regions pursuant to the mandate in the American 
Water Infrastructure Act of 2018.   

Congressional Interest & Legislation 
 
In October 2019, the U.S. Government Accounting Office (GAO) issued a final report following a year-plus long 
review of EPA’s implementation of EO 12898. The report provided four recommendations. On December 13, 2019, 
EPA provided a written response to the GAO agreeing with three recommendations. EPA did not agree with the 
fourth recommendation to update the 2011 federal wide EJ MOU, which is still in effect. 

In July 2019, Senator Booker (D-NJ) and Representative Ruiz (D-CA) re-introduced legislation to address EJ issues 
around the country. The bill codifies and expands the 1994 EO on EJ. In 2019, House Natural Resource Committee 
Chair Grijalva and Representative McEachin led efforts to broadly engage EJ communities and leaders to draft 
additional EJ legislation that has not yet been introduced. A draft was released on November 15, 2019.  

On November 21, 2019, House Energy &Climate held a hearing focused on EJ and Title VI of the 1965 Civil Rights Act. 
Witnesses from OP (Helena Wooden-Aguilar, DAA) and OGC (Lilian Dorka, Director, External Civil Rights Compliance 
Office) testified and are currently responding to Questions For the Record (QFR). 

In Summer 2019, OCIR and OEJ provided briefings for staff from the House E&C regarding their interest in EJ, 
partially stemming from Chair DeGette’s (D-CO) interest in EJ in her district in north Denver and EPA’s EJ strategic 
plan. On December 20, 2019, EPA responded to Chair DeGette’s QFR. 

Office of Inspector General & Government Accountability Office 

In August 2020, the OIG identified EJ as a management challenge at the EPA. The OIG stated that the EPA needs to 
enhance its consideration of EJ across programs and regions and provide leadership in this area for the federal 
government. The agency stated that the OEJ is currently working with the EJ Interagency Working Group partners to 
address recommendations contained in the GAO report issued October 2019 entitled, Federal Efforts Need Better 
Planning, Coordination, and Methods to Assess Programs. Additionally, the agency is reviewing recommendations 
made by the OIG.  

KEY EXTERNAL STAKEHOLDERS: 

☐ Congress  ☒ Industry  ☒States ☒ Tribes ☐ Media ☒ Other Federal Agency 
☒ NGO  ☒ Local Governments  ☐ Other (name of stakeholder): Communities 

Communities and NGOs will want to see definitive progress on and affirmation of EJ 2020.  

MOVING FORWARD:  



LEAD OFFICE/REGION: OECA, REGION 7  OTHER KEY OFFICES/REGIONS: AO, REGION 9 

In FY 2022, EPA will continue to support the successful completion of grant projects funded in previous FYs while 
providing new opportunities for multiple levels of grant support to community-based organizations, indigenous 
organizations, states, tribes, local governments, and territorial governments in pursuit of identifying and addressing 
EJ issues. 
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